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Matthew K. Gold 
 
 “Digital humanities” (DH) is a term that has been used since the early-2000s to describe 
an emerging field of humanities scholarship, teaching, and practice that is grounded in digital 
sources, methods, tools, and platforms. Incorporating a range of computational and data-driven 
approaches, DH work may involve text mining, geospatial mapping and analysis, information 
visualization, text encoding and scholarly editing, digital archives and preservation (see 
PRESERVATION), digital forensics, computational linguistics (see COMPUTATIONAL 
LINGUISTICS) and rhetoric, networked pedagogy, advanced processing of image, video, and 
audio files, and 3D modeling and fabrication, among others. An increasingly prominent strain of 
digital humanities work focuses on scholarly communication in networked environments, 
examining the use of digital platforms by scholars to share their work publicly in various states 
of completion as a way of augmenting or circumventing traditional forms of scholarly 
publishing. Such work has begun to transform, or at least to raise significant questions about, 
established models of scholarly peer review and the evaluation of digital work for the purposes 
of tenure and promotion.  
 Any attempt to define the digital humanities represents a foray into contested terrain, 
since there is wide disagreement and confusion about the contours of the field (if, indeed, one 
even accepts the proposition that DH is a field rather than a loose constellation of practices, 
methods, and people). In “The Humanities, Done Digitally,” Kathleen Fitzpatrick locates this 
confusion at a basic linguistic level, noting disagreement about whether “digital humanities” 
takes a singular or plural verb (Fitzpatrick 2011). As Matthew Kirschenbaum has suggested, 
essays seeking to define DH have become so ubiquitous that they are almost “genre pieces” for 
DH scholars (Kirschenbaum 2010)—and Kirschenbaum has authored two canonical pieces on 
the subject. While most DHers might agree with John Unsworth’s broad definition of DH as 
“using computational tools to do the work of the humanities” (Unsworth 2011), key 
disagreements continue to surround the digital humanities: is DH a discrete field or a meta-field 
that bridges multiple disciplines? Where does “new media studies” leave off and “digital 
humanities” begin? Is DH, in the words of Mark Marino, merely a “temporary epithet” that will 
seem redundant when most work in the humanities takes digital form? Does DH challenge 
traditional academic practices and values or merely apply new labels to them?  
 What is clear at this moment of emergence and transition is that the digital humanities 
have become a locus for larger debates about the future of the academy and the fate of 
scholarship in a digital age. But the origins of DH are considerably more constrained. Most 
scholars locate its beginnings with the Italian Jesuit Priest Roberto Busa, whose ambitious 
project to create a concordance for the collected works of St. Thomas Aquinas in the 1950s is 
generally considered to be the first digital humanities project (though revisions of that history are 
beginning to emerge [see Klein 2012]). In her historical account of humanities computing—the 
name by which DH was known before it became DH—Susan Hockey (2004) divides the history 
of the field into four periods: Beginnings (1949-early 1970s), Consolidation (1970s to mid-
1980s), New Developments (Mid-1980s-early 1990s), and The Era of the Internet (Early 1990s-
present). Work done during the initial period was dominated by Busa’s extraordinary efforts to 
compile the Index Thomisticus, the monumental concordance to the work of Aquinas and related 
authors that contains over 11 million words of medieval Latin (Hockey 2004, 4). This work 
involved a key collaboration with Thomas Watson of IBM, who provided assistance that enabled 
Busa to transfer written data to punched cards and to create a program for processing 
concordance data. Also important during this period, though constrained by processing and 
storage limitations, were new approaches to authorship and style studies using computational 
analysis.  
The next phase described by Hockey saw multiple improvements in storage and 
processing tools and the beginnings of the institutionalization of the field in the form of 
conferences, journals (Computers and the Humanities, founded in 1966, and Literary and 
Linguistic Computing, founded in 1986), and professional organizations (The Association for 
Literary and Linguistic Computing [ALLC, founded in 1973], and The Association for 
Computers and the Humanities [ACH, founded in 1978]), along with the establishment of 
humanities computing centers and college courses. Major work at this time continued to focus on 
linguistic applications that grew out of concordances and related endeavors (Hockey 2004, 4-7).  
During the 1980s and 1990s, professional organs such as the Humanist listserv and the 
Humanities Computing Yearbook allowed humanities computing scholars to stay in better touch 
with one another and to create directories of projects and active scholars; ACH and ALLC began 
holding a joint conference that would evolve, decades later, into the annual digital humanities 
conference. During this period, the focus of the field shifted as the establishment of new text-
encoding methods (Standard Generalized Markup Language [SGML] and the Text Encoding 
Initiative [TEI]) resulted in increasing efforts to established shared standards for the creation of 
digitized texts (Hockey 2004,12). New centers focused on digital history and culture, such as the 
American Social History Project at the Graduate Center, CUNY (founded 1981), the American 
Studies Crossroads Project (created in 1993), and the Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and 
New Media at George Mason University (founded 1994), began during this period. The new 
availability of personal computers, along with the rise of desktop publishing, word processing, 
and multimedia, helped scholars move their computational research from specialized computing 
centers to their offices and homes, which resulted in increasing experimentation (Hockey 
2004,10).  
With the growth of the World Wide Web during the 1990s, humanities computing 
projects increasingly sought to use the web as a publication space for digital projects. Pioneering 
initiatives such as the Blake Archive, the Rossetti Archive, the Walt Whitman Archive, In the 
Valley of the Shadow, the Perseus Digital Library, and the Women’s Writer’s Project took shape 
during this period, sponsored by key early humanities computing centers such as the Institute for 
Advanced Technology in the Humanities (IATH) at the University of Virginia. This period also 
saw the continued institutionalization of humanities computing within the university, as scholars 
began to establish degree programs at institutions such as King’s College London, McMaster 
University, and the University of Alberta. 
According to Matthew Kirshenbaum’s two influential accounts of the origins of digital 
humanities, the “Digital Humanities Curriculum Seminar,” offered at the University of Virginia 
through IATH in 2001-2 and co-directed by John Unsworth and Johanna Drucker as part of an 
effort to establish a master’s degree program at the school, led to the first usage of the term 
“digital humanities” in connection with work that had previously been known as “humanities 
computing” (Kirschenbaum 2010, 2012; Drucker and Unsworth 2002). A few years later, as 
Unsworth and his co-editors Susan Schreibman and Ray Siemens were in the midst of preparing 
the volume that would become the Blackwell’s Companion to the Digital Humanities (2004), the 
term “digital humanities” was chosen for the title of the volume in place of other options such as 
“humanities computing” and “digitized humanities” (Kirschenbaum 2010, 5). Around the same 
time, ACH joined forces with ALLC to form an umbrella organization called the Alliance for 
Digital Humanities Organizations (ADHO). 
After the Blackwell’s volume was published in 2004, a series of key developments 
established the digital humanities in the form that has become familiar today. In 2006, the 
National Endowment for the Humanities launched a digital humanities initiative under the 
leadership of Brett Bobley; in 2008, that initiative morphed into the NEH Office of Digital 
Humanities, providing a vital funding stream for both nascent and established DH projects 
through a series of highly influential grant programs including the Digital Humanities Start-Up 
Grants and the Institutes for Advanced Topics in the Digital Humanities (Guess 2008). Other 
signals of the consolidation of an academic field appeared, including a book series (Topics in the 
Digital Humanities from The University of Illinois Press) and an open-access journal (Digital 
Humanities Quarterly). In the late 2000s, the Modern Language Association (MLA) became a 
key hub for the popularization of DH work as its annual convention became increasingly marked 
by DH sessions. The MLA has taken two key steps in recent years that have reinforced the 
importance of DH to the future of the academy: first, it established the Office of Scholarly 
Communication under the direction of Kathleen Fitzpatrick; and secondly, it revised previously 
released guidelines (first created in the 1990s) for the evaluation of digital work, joining other 
organizations such as the Conference on College Composition and Communication (CCCC) in 
providing importance guidance to scholars and practitioners whose digital work was being 
evaluated by tenure and promotion committees at their institutions. 
Although the digital humanities began with identifiable roots in fields such as 
computational linguistics (see COMPUTATIONAL LINGUISTICS) and textual editing, its 
scope has broadened significantly in recent years, no doubt due to the purview licensed by a 
broad appellation such as “digital humanities.” Though debates about exactly what constitutes 
digital humanities work or digital humanists themselves continue to rage on (Ramsay 2011; Gold 
2012), an examination of projects funded by the NEH Office of Digital Humanities shows 
support for a wide array of disciplinary, interdisciplinary, and extra-disciplinary approaches. 
Projects traditionally associated with the digital humanities, such as those that involve text-
encoding, continue to receive funding, and newer encoding projects such as TEI Boilerplate have 
made available simpler and more lightweight options for encoding documents. Multi-pronged 
projects such as INKE: Implementing New Knowledge Environments and the Institute for the 
Future of the Book continue to explore new platforms for networked reading and writing 
experiences. But DH has begun to encompass a range of other approaches that stray far from the 
field’s origins in textual analysis and digital scholarly editions, and the range of these approaches 
have led to a significant expansion of the field. 
In the early 2010s, several new areas of emphasis have become readily apparent within 
DH work. First, humanities researchers are increasingly using text mining, topic modeling, 
network analysis, and information visualization techniques to trace the relations in and among 
texts, amplifying existing research in some cases and interrogating received disciplinary 
assumptions in others (Goldstone and Underwood 2013). Relatedly, the increasing availability of 
large humanities datasets and high-performance computing environments able to process them 
has lead to the popularization of work known generally under the rubric of “big data.” Such 
research has been supported in part by a multinational, multi-agency funding competition known 
as “Digging Into Data” that asks applicants to grapple with questions such as “how do you read a 
million books?” Projects sponsored through this competition include “Data Mining With 
Criminal Intent,” which involves the exploration and visualization of datasets related to millions 
of records from the Old Bailey, and the Software Studies initiative (see SOFTWARE 
STUDIES), which seeks to do with visual material the kind of data-mining and network 
visualization that has primarily been explored with textual sources.  
If “big data” has increased the scale of DH work, so too have a series of public 
humanities crowdsourcing projects enlarged its scope and audiences. At a moment when archival 
digitization projects can sometimes have difficulty finding funding, projects such as the 
University College London’s “Transcribe Bentham,” the New York Public Library’s “What’s On 
the Menu,” and Dartmouth College’s “Metadata Games” engage the power of the crowd to 
harvest transcriptions of archival materials or to provide metadata for library collections. In each 
of these cases and in similar projects, digital humanists have attempted to transform sometimes 
tedious, detail-oriented work into engaging, community-building projects that add excitement 
and momentum to the institutions that sponsor them. 
Digital humanists have long depended on the affordances of digital platforms, but recent 
work in DH has turned more directly to critical examinations of the hardware and software that 
undergird those platforms. Examples of such work include Matthew Kirschenbaum’s 
Mechanisms, which theorizes the materiality of new media platforms; the Platform Studies book 
series from MIT Press, which “investigates the relationships between the hardware and software 
design of computing systems and the creative works produced on those systems” (see 
PLATFORM; Lev Manovich’s Software Studies initiative, which examines software as a critical 
computing interface; and the Critical Code Studies movement, spearheaded by Mark Marino and 
Jeremy Douglass, which is invested in “explicating the extra-functional significance of source 
code” and providing readings of source code that are informed by theoretical hermeneutics (see 
CODE). Researchers have brought digital forensics tools to bear upon humanities manuscripts 
through undertakings such as The Archimedes Palimpsest Project and the David Livingston 
Spectral Imaging Project, which use multispectral digital imaging techniques to discover and 
recover materials previously thought to be completely inaccessible due to erasure, overwriting, 
and decomposition.  
Other major areas of recent research include geospatial humanities (projects such as 
UCLA’s Hypercities and UVa’s Neatline link complex layers of social and historical information 
to interactive maps [see WORLDS AND MAPS]) and game studies ( “Preserving Virtual 
Worlds,” for instance, begins to address the issues involved in archiving the transient and ill-
preserved environments of digital games and interactive fiction [see PRESERVATION]). Also 
apparent in recent years has been a newfound concentration on digital humanities pedagogy, with 
a variety of individual scholars and organizations such as the National Institute for Technology 
in Liberal Education (NITLE) highlighting innovative examples of classroom practices and 
projects. This is both the mark of an increasingly institutionalized field and a shift within the 
discourse of DH itself, where pedagogy has sometimes been a neglected subject (Brier 2012). 
DH has opened new opportunities to rethink the training of graduate students, with Bethany 
Nowviskie’s pioneering Praxis Project at UVa and its emerging Praxis Network exploring new 
ways of introducing graduate students to a variety of programming languages, project 
management skills, and collaborative experiences that could help prepare them for a variety of 
work environments. 
Though twitter (see MICRO-BLOGGING [TWITTER]) has become an important 
network that DHers use to share their work, a series of commons-based projects offer further 
opportunities for collaboration and connection: the Humanities, Arts, Science, and Technology 
Advanced Collaboratory (HASTAC), the DH Commons, the MLA Commons, The CUNY 
Academic Commons, and the Commons In A Box platform have all created responsive networks 
around DHers and their projects in part as a way of reducing entry barriers for newcomers. 
Community resources such as ACH’s Digital Humanities Questions & Answers discussion board 
and the Bamboo DiRT project registry have provided important points of entry for newcomers. 
Many of these community resource projects are aimed at creating central repositories of DH 
projects and methods, in part to realize connections between projects and people, and in part to 
ensure that DHers build on one another’s work in more directed ways. The NEH Office of 
Digital Humanities has encouraged such work by requiring environmental scans in its 
applications; relatedly, it has also been concerned with the sustainability of DH projects, as 
shown by its recently incorporated requirement that applications for DH grants include data-
management plans. 
DH workshops have provided an important means of outreach to DH newcomers; the 
NEH’s Institutes for Advanced Topics in the Digital Humanities, the University of Victoria’s 
Digital Humanities Summer Institute (DHSI), and the University of Maryland’s Digital 
Humanities Winter Institute (DHWI) have provided key avenues for DHers to share their 
knowledge and methods. Innovative new formats for conferences such as the influential 
“unconference” model of THATCamps have provided unstructured opportunities for informal 
sharing of methodologies and skills. And mentoring programs offered through the Association 
for Computers in the Humanities and other DH organizations offer support and guidance to 
newcomers.  
Digital humanities centers themselves are becoming increasingly linked through 
CenterNet, a global network that features an interactive world map of DH Centers on the 
homepage of its website. The international reach of DH has been a longstanding feature of the 
field, but it has in recent years extended beyond the established axis of the U.S., Canada, and 
Western Europe to include new initiatives such as The Australasian Association for Digital 
Humanities, The Japanese Association for Digital Humanities, and Global Outlook :: Digital 
Humanities.  
 It is perhaps a measure of that newfound growth that the digital humanities has come 
under pressure in recent years, both from within and without, to take an activist role in 
advocating for the humanities and in accounting for a more diverse array of critical approaches. 
Alan Liu has argued that “the digital humanities have been oblivious to cultural criticism” (Liu 
2012, 491) until now, but that DHers must now seize upon the opportunity before them to 
advocate for the humanities. 4Humanities, the organization co-founded by Liu, seeks to do 
exactly that in response to a cultural moment that has seen widespread defunding of public 
educational systems and the dismantling of humanities departments in response to fiscal 
exigencies. Then, too, scholars such as Tara McPherson, who titled a recent essay titled “Why 
are the Digital Humanities So White?” (2012), and Liz Losh, who works on DH and hactivism, 
along with new groups such as the TransformDH collective, have been pushing the field to take 
more conscious account of race, ethnicity (see RACE AND ETHNICITY), gender (see 
GENDER REPRESENTATION, CYBERFEMINISM), sexuality, and class in its projects (see 
CRITICAL THEORY).  
Increasingly diverse, increasingly public, and increasing visible, the digital humanities 
community has been focused in recent years on the nature of scholarly communication itself. 
DHers have built emerging publication platforms such as PressForward, Scalar, Omeka, and 
Zotero that promise new ways of authoring, displaying, and sharing academic work. A recently 
released platform for Debates in the Digital Humanities includes interactive social-reading 
features and is both open access and open source. New journals such as The Journal of Digital 
Humanities are harnessing algorithmic discovery tools (see ALGORITHM) to surface the best 
new work in the field, while “middle-state publishing” ventures such as In Media Res, The New 
Everyday, and the Journal of Interactive Technology and Pedagogy are publishing work that lies 
somewhere between journal articles and blog posts. Many of these efforts explore the new 
systems of “peer-to-peer” review or post-publication review described by Kathleen Fitzpatrick in 
her influential book Planned Obsolescence. Increasingly, such innovative models of peer review 
are being used in the publication of DH texts such as Writing History in a Digital Age, Debates 
in the Digital Humanities, and Hacking the Academy. 
 Such efforts characterize a field that is, according to Lisa Spiro, committed to the core 
values of openness (see FREE AND OPEN SOURCE SOFTWARE), collaboration, collegiality 
and connectedness, diversity, and experimentation (Spiro 2012, 23-30). Whether the “digital 
humanities” will become less useful over time as a broad umbrella term used to describe an ever-
widening array of specialized scholarly and pedagogical practices that involve digital tools and 
methods, or whether DH helpfully promotes the arrival of more collaborative, more open, more 
engaged, more practical, and more experimental models of humanities work, the digital 
humanities seem engaged at the moment in answering questions both large and small about the 
future of the academy. Like much work in the digital humanities, it’s an iterative process. 
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